
September 2001, Vol 91, No. 9 | American Journal of Public Health Rodriguez | Peer Reviewed | Research Articles | 1403

 RESEARCH 

Objectives. Although considerable evidence about the health effects of unemployment exists, little
is known about the possible protective effects of various social interventions. This study examined the
role that means-tested and entitlement programs could have in ameliorating the health impact of un-
employment in Britain, Germany, and the United States.

Methods. Logistic regression models were used to analyze panel data from Britain (1991–1993), Ger-
many (1991–1993), and the United States (1985–1987) available in the Household Panel Compara-
bility Project database.The analysis included 8726 respondents from Britain, 11 086 from Germany, and
11 668 from the United States.The health-dependent variable used was a single measure of perceived
health status.

Results. Evidence was found of differences in perceived health status between groups of unem-
ployed people characterized by the types of benefits they receive.When socioeconomic characteristics
and previous health and employment status are controlled for, means-tested benefits do not seem suf-
ficient to reduce the impact of unemployment on health.

Conclusions. Monitoring the possible health effects of changes in public assistance benefits should
be given priority in the research and political agenda. (Am J Public Health. 2001;91:1403–1411)
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grams (i.e., means-tested and entitlement pro-
grams) could have in ameliorating the health
impact of unemployment in Britain, Germany,
and the United States.

In line with recent research in the study of
income inequality, social capital, and
health,24–28 I argue that systems of formal
support and social benefits could have an im-
pact on maintaining the health status of peo-
ple exposed to stressful life events and eco-
nomic insecurity. In fact, a study of 18
industrialized countries has already shown
that a combination of high unemployment
rates and low unemployment benefits is asso-
ciated with an increased infant mortality
rate.29

Previous research provided evidence of
health status differences among groups of un-
employed people according to the type of
benefits they receive.17,30,31 The authors of
these studies argued that to have a protective
effect on health, formal social support systems
not only should provide sufficient economic
provisions but should do so while alleviating
the additional sociologic and psychologic im-
pacts of unemployment and the stigma associ-
ated with receiving means-tested benefits.32

Accordingly, they hypothesized that the
health protection provided by means-tested
benefits would be less than that provided by
social insurance or entitlement benefits. The
underlying assumption is that material bene-
fits are not enough to ensure health.

In this study, I explore the impact that
types of social programs (i.e., entitlement and
means-tested benefits) have in ameliorating
negative health impacts among the unem-
ployed while controlling for different employ-
ment arrangements. In each country, the ben-
efits received by the respondents were
classified as social insurance or entitlement-
type benefits vs welfare or other means-tested
benefits. This allows one to assess whether re-
ceiving entitlement or means-tested benefits
has an impact on preserving health during pe-
riods of unemployment in 3 countries with
different economic performances, employ-
ment rates, and social benefit dynamics.

The strategy employed for this analysis was
to use health levels for fully employed work-
ers as reference points and then to compare
health levels associated with different types of
benefits with the health levels among fully
employed workers. The alternative strategy

A wealth of research about the health effects
of economic insecurity has provided impor-
tant evidence of the mental and overall health
effects of unemployment.1–14 However, there
is a lack of information on the possible pro-
tective effects of various social interventions
on health outcomes. Further, the impact of
various forms of public assistance in amelio-
rating the health effects of unemployment has
yet to be fully examined.15,16

Epidemiologic studies have shown that un-
employment often precedes adverse health ef-
fects.17 Studies have also found that in Ger-
many people in poor health are more likely to
lose their jobs,18,19 and in the United States
people in better health are more likely to be
reemployed.20 Additionally, increases in un-
employment levels have been related to in-
creases in mortality rates in the United States
and the United Kingdom,21 but not in Fin-
land.22

As with any epidemiologic research short
of a clinical trial, it is virtually impossible to
control for all of the variables that could de-
termine both unemployment and health si-
multaneously.23 Despite the sometimes con-
tradictory evidence of studies conducted in
different countries, however, it would be pre-
cipitous to conclude that differences are due
simply to a better or worse adjustment for the
effects of selection. A key factor in under-
standing the sometimes contradictory studies
conducted in different countries could be that
the distribution of socioeconomic resources
and the level of social benefits and institu-
tional support available to unemployed peo-
ple differ from country to country. It is there-
fore necessary to adjust for these differences
to compare the effects of unemployment on
health status among countries.

The purpose of this study was to broaden
understanding of the role that different for-
mal systems of support may have in protect-
ing the health of individuals during periods of
unemployment and economic insecurity. It
examines the impact that different social pro-
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would be to compare the 2 benefit types
without reference to the fully employed. I
have pursued the first strategy because I was
interested in the policy question, namely,
“What type of benefit will maintain the
worker’s health level?” When this is the pri-
mary concern, as it tends to be in modern in-
dustrial countries, then the relative efficacy of
the benefit types, although important, can be
left for future research.

METHODS

To test the hypotheses, I analyzed the most
recent 3 years of panel data from Britain
(1991–1993), Germany (1991–1993), and
the United States (1985–1987) available in
the Household Panel Comparability Project
(PACO) database.33 PACO, a project funded
in part by the European Commission, is a har-
monized and standardized microdatabase cre-
ated from existing longitudinal studies of
household living conditions. The British data
come from the British Household Panel
Study, the German data from the ongoing
Sozio-Oekonomisches Panel, and the US data
from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics.
The technical specifications of the PACO
database (including imputation of missing val-
ues,34 weighting methods employed by the
different panel studies,35 and a comparative
analysis of attrition in PACO household panel
studies) are reported elsewhere.36

Only respondents who were older than 16
years in the first wave of the selected data
were included in the analysis. The total num-
bers of respondents included in this study
were 8726 from Britain, 11086 from Ger-
many, and 11668 from the United States.

The health-dependent variable used in this
analysis was a single measure of perceived
health status in 1993 (for Britain and Ger-
many) and in 1987 (for the United States).
Respondents in Britain and Germany de-
scribed their health status on a 5-point scale
(from excellent to very poor). US respondents
used a 4-point scale (from excellent to poor).
While a single measure has limitations and
more sophisticated measures of perceived
health status exist,37 these were not readily
available in comparative databases that also
collected comprehensive employment and so-
cioeconomic information. Additionally, the

single global health question has been exam-
ined from different angles, including the pre-
diction of health outcomes such as mortality,
morbidity, physical functioning, use of health
care, sick days, and disability pension.38 Most
studies have found that a single 5-level self-
rated health status item is a good predictor of
long-term survival.39,40

To compare different employment situa-
tions in Britain (in 1992), Germany (in 1992),
and the United States (in 1986), I divided em-
ployed individuals into 3 groups: (1) those
working full-time, (2) those working between
20 and 30 hours per week, and (3) those
working less than 20 hours per week. The
unemployed respondents were also divided
into 3 groups: (1) those receiving any type of
entitlement benefits (including unemployment
insurance and other types of social insur-
ance), (2) those receiving means-tested bene-
fits (including welfare and other types of pub-
lic means-tested assistance), and (3) those
who did not receive any income from public
funds. The third group of unemployed re-
spondents included people looking for a first
job and others who did not qualify for assis-
tance. The typology of employment situation
was operationalized as a dummy variable.

I followed the same approach with individ-
uals who reported being a housewife or
househusband. I divided them into groups
based on whether or not they received public
assistance benefits. Students and retired peo-
ple were kept in separate categories. An addi-
tional category covered individuals in disabil-
ity status or other situations not included in
the previous employment groups. Although
showing how these groups compare with fully
employed respondents does not elucidate the
main question, I decided to include them, for
several reasons. Primarily, since the report
deals with somewhat new territory, it is im-
portant to show how a range of groups differ
(or do not differ) from the fully employed.
Additionally, such findings may stimulate fur-
ther research. Unfortunately, of the respon-
dents who define themselves as housewives
or househusbands but receive government
benefits, I do not know how many are house-
persons by choice vs discouraged workers no
longer in the labor market.

The same classification approach was used
for each of the 3 countries analyzed. How-

ever, for the German population, the category
of housewife or househusband receiving
means-tested benefits was omitted, because
means-tested benefits not directly associated
with unemployment were assigned to the
household as a whole and not to a specific in-
dividual. Housewives and househusbands in
Germany were divided into 2 groups: those
receiving entitlement benefits and others.

To test the hypothesis that entitlement
benefits have a positive impact on maintain-
ing health status as well as providing finan-
cial support during periods of unemploy-
ment, I ran 3 different analyses. One
analysis consisted of performing a general-
ized linear model test using the unmodified
health scale. The second analysis consisted
of a logistic regression in which the outcome
variable was divided into 2 groups, one com-
prising reports of good or excellent health
and the other comprising reports of fair,
poor, or very poor health. Dichotomizing the
global health question has been used to pre-
dict mortality41; this is a useful technique in
cases where the number of observations is
too small to test comprehensive explanatory
models by using the 5 levels of the original
health measure.

The third analysis was a logistic regression
limited to unemployed respondents only, for
the purpose of modeling the impact of reem-
ployment or change in unemployment status
on health. The same dichotomized health sta-
tus rating was used as the dependent variable.
In this analysis, unemployed individuals in
1992 in Britain and Germany and in 1986 in
the United States were divided into 3 groups
based on whether they (1) were already em-
ployed in 1993 (in 1987 for the United
States), (2) were still unemployed and receiv-
ing any types of benefits, or (3) were not em-
ployed and not receiving any unemployment
benefits. The third group consisted mostly of
respondents who had moved into retirement.
Also included were those who had moved
into the housewife or househusband category
as discouraged unemployed, had become stu-
dents, or had moved into disability status. Un-
fortunately, the numbers were too small to
differentiate the types of benefits that were
received by those who remained unemployed
in 1993 in Britain and Germany and in 1987
in the United States, or to differentiate be-
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TABLE 1—Explanatory Model to Predict
Perceived Health Status in 1993
(Britain and Germany) and 1987
(United States)

Fixed personal characteristics

Age

Sex

Other individual and household characteristics

Education

Marital status

Household income

Number of household members

Home ownership

Background risk factors

Previous health status (1991 for Britain

and Germany, 1985 for US)

Previous unemployment (1991 for Britain

and Germany, 1985 for US)

Employment status (1992 for Britain and

Germany, 1986 for US)

Working

Full-time, 20–30 h/wk, <20 h/wk

Unemployed

With entitlement benefits

With means-tested benefits

Other unemployed

Housewives/-husbands

With entitlement benefits

With means-tested benefits

Other housewives/-husbands

Students

Retired

Others

tween the groups of respondents included in
the other nonemployed category described
above.

Both the generalized linear model and lo-
gistic regression analyses were performed
with the SPSS statistical package (SPSS, Inc,
Chicago, Ill). The logistic regression analysis
used a dynamic model appropriate for the
analysis of longitudinal data that incorporated
the time elapsed between data collection
points by modeling events in discrete time.
For Britain and Germany, I analyzed the im-
pacts of the 1992 employment situation and
receipt of entitlement and means-tested bene-
fits on 1993 health status. For the United
States, I analyzed the protective effect of
1986 employment status and receipt of bene-
fits on the 1987 health level.

The analytic model controlled for individ-
ual characteristics such as age, sex, marital
status, and years of education and for house-
hold characteristics such as type of housing
(rental vs ownership), total household income,
and number of household members (Table 1).
More important, to control for a possible re-
verse causation effect and the fact that people
with poorer health could be more likely to
lose their jobs, the model included adjust-
ments for previous health status (i.e., health
status as reported the year before).

In addition, to control for previous experi-
ence with job instability, the model included
unemployment status in 1991 for the Britain
and Germany and in 1985 for the United
States. In this way, I could adjust for possible
differences in the length of time people expe-
rienced unemployment, a factor associated
with the health outcomes of unemploy-
ment34–39 and also a possible determinant of
the types of benefits people are entitled to re-
ceive. Finally, to assess whether the impact of
receiving different types of benefits during
unemployment would persist after adjust-
ment for possible changes in employment
status (between 1992 and 1993 for Britain
and Germany and between 1986 and 1987
for the United States), I ran a separate analy-
sis among unemployed respondents.

To deal with outlying values, I used a log10
transformation of the income variable for
both British and US data. These transforma-
tions were sufficient to produce reasonable
residual plots. The correlations among the

variables included in the analytic models
were reasonable. 

RESULTS

Table 2 displays the means of the original
5- and 4-level health status measures by em-
ployment status, adjusted for the sex and age
of the respondents by a generalized linear
model procedure. The mean differences be-
tween full-time employed and unemployed
people are significant in all 3 countries. Ta-
bles 3 and 4 describe the results of the logis-
tic regression models used in the analysis.

The 2 models in Table 3 show the likeli-
hood of reporting fair, poor, or very poor
health (vs good or excellent), in 1993 for

Britain and Germany and in 1987 for the
United States, among individuals reporting
different employment situations and receipt of
benefits during the previous year. Model A
controls only for the sex and age of the re-
spondent. Model B controls for sex, age, years
of education, marital status, household in-
come, number of household members, home
ownership, previous health status (measured
in 1991 for Britain and Germany and in
1985 for the United States), and previous un-
employment history.

Table 4 shows the likelihood of reporting
poor health (in 1993 for Britain and Ger-
many and in 1987 for the United States)
among individuals who were unemployed
during the previous year (receiving and not
receiving benefits) depending on changes in
their unemployment status. Models A and B
control for the same factors as are shown in
Table 3. 

British Findings
For Britain, in Model A, all the occupa-

tional groups were different from the refer-
ence group of full-time employed, except
those who were working 30 hours or less per
week in 1992 and those who were full-time
students (Table 3). All other occupational
groups were more likely to report fair or poor
health than the full-time employed compari-
son group. Specifically, the odds were highest
among unemployed people and housewives
or househusbands who were receiving
means-tested benefits (odds ratio [OR]=2.01
and 3.14, respectively) and people classified
as “other” (OR=7.82), a category that could
have included individuals with disabilities.

When the factors included in Model B
were controlled for, only 2 groups had a sig-
nificantly higher likelihood of reporting poor
health than full-time employed people: those
who were unemployed and received means-
tested benefits (OR=1.59) and those in-
cluded in the “other” category (OR=2.86).
The confidence intervals for the higher odds
ratios of other occupational categories are too
wide to infer statistical significance.

Table 4 shows change in employment sta-
tus among respondents who were unem-
ployed in 1992. In 1993, people who in
1992 were included in 1 of the 3 unemploy-
ment groups (receiving entitlement benefits,
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TABLE 2—Average Perception of Health in 1993 (Britain and Germany) and 1987 (United
States), by Employment Status in 1992 (Britain and Germany) and 1986 (United States)

No. of Respondents Mean Healtha (SE)

Britain

Full-time employed (comparison group) 3324 1.99 (0.02)

Working 20–30 h/wk 376 2.00 (0.05)

Working <20 h/wk 1292 1.99 (0.02)

Unemployed and receiving entitlement benefits 127 2.30 (0.08)**

Unemployed and receiving means-tested benefits 229 2.23 (0.06)**

Other unemployed 98 2.14 (0.09)

Housewife/-husband receiving entitlement benefits 781 2.19 (0.03)**

Housewife/-husband receiving means-tested benefits 37 2.60 (0.14)**

Other housewife/-husband 183 2.33 (0.07)**

Retired 1482 2.30 (0.03)**

Student 451 2.06 (0.05)

Other 346 3.13 (0.05)**

Total 8726

Germany

Full-time employed (comparison group) 5578 1.97 (0.01)

Working 20–30 h/wk 446 2.00 (0.05)

Working <20 h/wk 529 1.91 (0.04)

Unemployed and receiving entitlement benefits 545 2.15 (0.04)**

Unemployed and receiving means-tested benefits 55 2.50 (0.14)**

Other unemployed 444 2.13 (0.05)**

Housewife/-husband receiving entitlement benefits 82 1.85 (0.11)

Other housewife/-husband 740 1.96 (0.04)

Retired 1966 2.18 (0.03)**

Student 136 1.83 (0.09)

Other 635 1.99 (0.04)

Total 11 086

United States

Full-time employed (comparison group) 6542 1.88 (0.01)

Working 20–30 h/wk 446 1.85 (0.03)

Working <20 h/wk 315 1.95 (0.04)

Unemployed and receiving entitlement benefits 118 2.14 (0.06)**

Unemployed and receiving means-tested benefits 149 2.19 (0.06)**

Other unemployed 434 2.03 (0.04)**

Housewife/-husband receiving entitlement benefits 419 2.25 (0.04)**

Housewife/-husband receiving means-tested benefits 204 2.29 (0.05)**

Other housewife/-husband 1019 1.96 (0.02)**

Retired 935 2.16 (0.03)**

Student 707 1.96 (0.06)

Other 381 2.98 (0.04)**

Total 11 668

aHealth status for Britain and Germany: 1 = excellent, 2 = very good, 3 = fair, 4 = poor, 5 = very poor. Health status for the
United States: 1 = excellent, 2 = very good, 3 = fair, 4 = poor. Means and standard errors adjusted for age and sex of the
respondents (generalized linear model procedure).
**P < .01.

means-tested benefits, or no benefits) could
be (1) employed part-time or full-time, (2) still
unemployed and receiving benefits (the
groups were too small to differentiate the
type of benefits received in 1993), or (3) in-
cluded in the category “other nonemployed”
(mostly including respondents who moved
into retirement but also those who moved
into the disabled category and other discour-
aged unemployed people who became house-
wives/househusbands or students). Compared
with people who were unemployed and re-
ceiving entitlement benefits in 1992 but were
employed in 1993, all other groups of respon-
dents unemployed in 1992 reported worse
health status. Those who received means-
tested benefits in 1992 and were still unem-
ployed and receiving benefits in 1993 were 5
times more likely to report fair or poor health
than the reference group of 1993 employed.
For those who were unemployed and not re-
ceiving any benefits in 1992 and who were
still not employed and not receiving benefits
in 1993, the odds ratio was 7.45. Those who
were already working in 1993 or who were
unemployed but receiving benefits were not
significantly more likely than the reference
group to report fair or poor health.

German Findings
For Germany, in Model A, all unemployed

and retired people were more likely to report
poor health than the full-time employed com-
parison group (Table 3). The odds were
higher among unemployed people who re-
ceived means-tested benefits (OR=2.98) and
unemployed people who received entitlement
benefits (OR=1.62). Full-time students re-
ported good or excellent health about 35%
more often than full-time working people.

In Model B, with health, employment his-
tory, and other individual and socioeconomic
circumstances included, the only group re-
maining significantly more likely to report
worse health status than the full-time em-
ployed was unemployed people who received
means-tested income (OR=2.23).

Table 4 shows the analysis of change in
employment status among respondents who
were unemployed in 1992. As in Britain,
compared with people who were unemployed
and receiving entitlement benefits in 1992
and employed in 1993, all other groups of
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TABLE 3—Likelihood of Reporting Fair, Poor, or Very Poor Health in 1993 (Britain and Germany) 
and 1987 (United States) by Employment Status in 1992 (Britain and Germany) and 
1986 (United States): Logistic Regression

No. of Respondents Model A, Odds Ratio (95% CI) Model B, Odds Ratio (95% CI)

Britain

Full-time employed (comparison group) 3324 1.00 1.00

Working 20–30 h/wk 376 0.91 (0.70, 1.19) 0.85 (0.63, 1.14)

Working <20 h/wk 1292 0.95 (0.81, 1.12) 0.88 (0.73, 1.06)

Unemployed and receiving entitlement benefits 127 1.88 (1.28, 2.75) 1.33 (0.84, 2.11)

Unemployed and receiving means-tested benefits 229 2.01 (1.50, 2.70) 1.59 (1.08, 2.35)

Other unemployed 98 1.61 (1.03, 2.52) 1.32 (0.77, 2.26)

Housewife/-husband receiving entitlement benefits 781 1.44 (1.19, 1.74) 0.95 (0.76, 1.19)

Housewife/-husband receiving means-tested benefits 37 3.14 (1.63, 6.06) 1.88 (0.83, 4.30)

Other housewife/-husband 183 1.99 (1.45, 2.75) 1.33 (0.91, 1.95)

Retired 1482 1.75 (1.42, 2.14) 1.21 (0.96, 1.53)

Student 451 1.03 (0.78, 1.36) 0.81 (0.56, 1.18)

Other 346 7.82 (6.12, 10.01) 2.86 (2.08, 3.92)

Total observations 8726

–2 log likelihood 9731.7 7703.6

χ2 model 637 2051.4

Model df 14 27

P > χ2 .0000 .0000

Germany

Full-time employed (comparison group) 5578 1.00 1.00

Working 20–30 h/wk 446 1.04 (0.83, 1.30) 1.11 (0.86, 1.42)

Working <20 h/wk 529 0.94 (0.76, 1.16) 0.91 (0.72, 1.16)

Unemployed and receiving entitlement benefits 545 1.62 (1.34, 1.96) 1.09 (0.86, 1.37)

Unemployed and receiving means-tested benefits 55 2.98 (1.73, 5.16) 2.23 (1.14, 4.35)

Other unemployed 444 1.47 (1.18, 1.83) 1.16 (0.89, 1.50)

Housewife/-husband receiving entitlement benefits 82 0.99 (0.57, 1.73) 0.93 (0.49, 1.79)

Other housewife/-husband 740 1.03 (0.86, 1.23) 0.91 (0.74, 1.12)

Retired 1966 1.79 (1.51, 2.12) 1.20 (0.98, 1.47)

Student 136 0.65 (0.36, 1.16) 0.70 (0.37, 1.35)

Other 635 1.27 (0.99, 1.62) 1.07 (0.76, 1.51)

Total observations 11 086

–2 log likelihood 12 535.8 10 076.1

χ2 model 1232.7 2762.3

Model df 13 26

P > χ2 .0000 .0000

United States

Full-time employed (comparison group) 6542 1.00 1.00

Working 20–30 h/wk 446 0.96 (0.68, 1.36) 1.05 (0.70, 1.56)

Working <20 h/wk 315 1.36 (0.94, 1.96) 1.16 (0.74, 1.83)

Unemployed and receiving entitlement benefits 118 3.12 (1.95, 4.96) 1.70 (0.98, 2.94)

Unemployed and receiving means-tested benefits 149 5.45 (3.62, 8.21) 2.41 (1.43, 4.06)

Other unemployed 434 2.26 (1.64, 3.11) 1.57 (1.03, 2.39)

Housewife/-husband receiving entitlement benefits 419 2.89 (2.22, 3.77) 1.43 (1.02, 1.99)

Housewife/-husband receiving means-tested benefits 204 5.05 (3.56, 7.14) 1.73 (1.09, 2.72)

Continued
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TABLE 3—Continued

Other housewife-/husband 1019 1.61 (1.30, 1.99) 1.18 (0.91, 1.52)

Retired 935 2.39 (1.91, 2.97) 1.29 (0.97, 1.70)

Student 707 0.59 (0.31, 1.12) 1.46 (0.67, 3.15)

Other 381 9.17 (7.23, 11.64) 3.35 (2.33, 4.83)

Total observations 11 668

–2 log likelihood 7947.7 5699.6

χ2 model 1800.7 3113.5

Model df 14 26

P > χ2 .0000 .0000

Note. CI = confidence interval. The models compare the likelihood of reporting very poor, poor, or fair health vs reporting good or excellent health in 1993 (Britain and Germany) and 1987 (United
States). Model A adjusts for the sex and age (R2) of the respondent; Model B adjusts for, in addition to sex and age, previous health status (in 1991 for Britain and Germany and 1985 for the
United States), previous reporting of unemployment (1991 for Britain and Germany and 1985 for the United States), household income, number of household members, home ownership, years of
education, and marital status.

1992 unemployed respondents reported
worse health status regardless of 1993 em-
ployment status. After all the factors included
in Model B were controlled for, those who
were unemployed and receiving means-tested
benefits in 1992 and who were still unem-
ployed and receiving benefits in 1993 were
about 3 times more likely to report poor
health than the 1993 employed respondents
who were unemployed and receiving entitle-
ment benefits in 1992. Those individuals
who were unemployed and not receiving any
benefits in 1992 and who were still unem-
ployed but receiving benefits in 1993 were 4
times more likely to report poor health than
the reference group. However, there was no
significant difference among those who were
already working in 1993.

US Findings
In the United States, the pattern is differ-

ent. In Model A, all groups were more likely
to report fair or poor health than the full-time
employed comparison group (Table 3). In
Model B, those significantly more likely to re-
port fair or poor health status than the full-
time employed were unemployed people re-
ceiving means-tested benefits (OR=2.41),
housewives and househusbands receiving
means-tested benefits (OR=1.73), and those
included in the “other” category (OR=3.35).

As in the other countries, all the other
groups of 1986 unemployed respondents,
compared with people who were unemployed
and receiving entitlement benefits in 1986 and
who were employed in 1987, reported worse

health status regardless of employment status
in 1987 (Table 4). The groups with higher
odds ratios (i.e., a higher likelihood of report-
ing fair or poor health) were (a) those who re-
ceived entitlement or means-tested benefits in
1986 and were still unemployed in 1987 and
receiving benefits and (b) those who received
benefits in 1986 and were still unemployed
but not receiving benefits in 1987. The num-
ber of respondents was too small to infer any
statistical significance for the group of respon-
dents who received entitlement benefits in
1986 and who were still receiving benefits in
1987. As in the other countries, those who
were already working in 1987 were not statis-
tically more likely to report fair or poor health
than the reference group.

DISCUSSION

One of the main findings of this study is
that in all 3 countries, the negative health ef-
fects observed among unemployed people
who received means-tested benefits persist
after previous health and unemployment sta-
tus, as well as education and household in-
come, are controlled for. When the equation
includes a range of controls, health perception
among other groups of unemployed people is
not significantly different from that of full-
time working people. However, means-tested
benefits do not seem sufficient to reduce the
impact of unemployment on health status.
This result holds for all 3 countries despite
their different levels of social services, includ-
ing health insurance coverage.

A possible explanation is that means-tested
benefits are not sufficient to compensate for
other factors to which this group of especially
vulnerable individuals is exposed. Factors un-
accounted for in the model include exposure
to different forms of physical and psychologic
abuse, chronic material deprivation over the
life span, and other factors that could also
have an impact on personality characteristics
and unhealthy behaviors. There is evidence
that people who need means-tested benefits
bear a heavier weight of disadvantage than
those who do not need them.42

Additionally, the stigma that is associated
with means-tested benefits may add more
stress to the recipients and may exacerbate
their vulnerability to health deterioration.
Stigma is typically associated with social exclu-
sion, and that implies multidimensional disad-
vantage.43 People who are unemployed may
feel socially excluded,44 and the social welfare
services they use may also carry a stigma.45

The stigma interpretation is explicitly pur-
sued in a study by Colton et al.46 with respect
to recipients of child welfare. Their study par-
allels this one in that the researchers surveyed
3 industrial countries (the United Kingdom,
the Netherlands, and Spain), but it differs in
that they were able to formulate and include
questions designed to measure stigma. The re-
searchers concluded that despite the different
policies and practical actions of child welfare
services in the 3 countries, stigma remains
very significant in the experience of those di-
rectly concerned with the encounters through
which services are provided. Users report that
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TABLE 4—Likelihood of Reporting Fair, Poor, or Very Poor Health in 1993 (Britain and Germany) and 1987 
(United States) by Change in Employment Status Among People Unemployed in 1992 (Britain and 
Germany) and 1986 (United States): Logistic Regression

No. of Respondents Model A, Odds Ratio (95% CI) Model B, Odds Ratio (95% CI)

Britain

Unemployed, receiving entitlement benefits in 1992

Employed full- or part-time in 1993 49 1.00 1.00

Unemployed, receiving either entitlement or means-tested benefits in 1993 32 2.65 (0.92, 7.62) 2.79 (0.76, 10.30)

Other nonemployeda in 1993 44 3.90 (1.48, 10.28) 5.11 (1.51, 17.33)

Unemployed, receiving means-tested benefits in 1992

Employed full- or part-time in 1993 60 1.37 (0.49, 3.80) 2.45 (0.68, 8.78)

Unemployed, receiving entitlement or means-tested benefits in 1993 126 3.23 (1.36, 7.64) 5.27 (1.64, 16.89)

Other nonemployeda in 1993 42 3.53 (1.32, 9.46) 6.28 (1.74, 22.59)

Unemployed, not receiving income in 1992

Employed full- or part-time in 1993 34 1.15 (0.36, 3.70) 2.23 (0.53, 9.46)

Unemployed, receiving means-tested or entitlement benefits in 1993 19 1.10 (0.26, 4.72) 1.78 (0.34, 9.20)

Other nonemployeda in 1993 44 3.71 (1.39, 9.86) 7.45 (2.11, 26.28)

Total observations 450

–2 log likelihood 527.5 373.5

χ2 model 30.4 121.1

Model df 10 23

P > χ2 .0007 .0000

Germany

Unemployed, receiving entitlement benefits in 1992

Employed full- or part-time in 1993 148 1.00 1.00

Unemployed, receiving either entitlement or means-tested benefits in 1993 224 1.53 (0.95, 2.46) 1.63 (0.93, 2,83)

Other nonemployeda in 1993 150 1.88 (1.12, 3.15) 1.57 (0.85, 2.88)

Unemployed, receiving means-tested benefits in 1992

Employed full- or part-time or othera in 1993b 17 1.52 (0.51, 4.52) 2.06 (0.58, 7.23)

Unemployed, receiving entitlement or means-tested benefits in 1993 38 3.48 (1.62, 7.51) 3.34 (1.27, 8.78)

Unemployed, not receiving income in 1992

Employed full- or part-time in 1993 154 0.97 (0.53, 1.58) 1.25 (0.66, 2.37)

Unemployed, receiving means-tested or entitlement benefits in 1993 30 3.26 (1.41, 7.55) 4.30 (1.62, 11.47)

Other nonemployeda in 1993 241 1.45 (0.91, 2.33) 1.52 (0.87, 2.67)

Total observations 1002

–2 log likelihood 1263.8 981.9

χ2 model 102.9 268

Model df 10 23

P > χ2 .0000 .0000

United States

Unemployed, receiving entitlement benefits in 1986

Employed full- or part-time in 1987 68 1.00 1.00

Unemployed, receiving entitlement or means-tested benefits in 1987 11 3.40 (0.65, 17.72) 8.99 (1.35, 59.93)

Other nonemployeda in 1987 31 6.43 (2.03, 20.37) 3.25 (0.80, 13.17) 

Unemployed, receiving means-tested benefits in 1986

Employed full- or part-time in 1987 25 2.02 (0.45, 9.13) 1.45 (0.23, 8.91)

Unemployed, receiving entitlement or means-tested benefits in 1987 61 3.61 (1.24, 10.47) 1.81 (0.45, 7.21)

Other nonemployeda in 1987 59 4.85 (1.68, 13.94) 3.99 (1.07, 14.85)

Continued



American Journal of Public Health | September 2001, Vol 91, No. 91410 | Research Articles | Peer Reviewed | Rodriguez

 RESEARCH 

TABLE 4—Continued

Unemployed, not receiving income in 1986

Employed full- or part-time in 1987 191 1.95 (0.75, 5.08) 2.09 (0.68, 6.45)

Unemployed, receiving means-tested or entitlement benefits in 1987 10 2.03 (0.21, 19.65) 2.51 (0.17, 35.87)

Other nonemployeda in 1987 167 1.96 (0.73, 5.28) 2.52 (0.73, 8.77)

Total observations 623

–2 log likelihood 464.0 291.1

χ2 model 84.8 149.7

Model df 10 22

P > χ2 .0000 .0000

Note. CI = confidence interval. The models compare the likelihood of reporting very poor, poor, or fair health vs reporting good or excellent health in 1993 (Britain and Germany) and 1987 (United
States). Model A adjusts for the sex and age (R2) of the respondent. Model B adjusts for, in addition to sex and age, previous health status (in 1991 for Britain and Germany and 1985 for the
United States), previous reporting of unemployment (1991 for Britain and Germany and 1985 for the United States), household income, number of household members, home ownership, years of
education, and marital status.
aOther nonemployed includes mostly retired respondents, but also discouraged unemployed people not receiving benefits who moved into the housewife/-husband or student categories or into the
disabled category.
bIn the German sample, these 2 groups were too small to separate and so were analyzed together.

participation in these services evokes feelings
of stigmatization.

Although the data sets used in the study
did not permit an explicit test of the hypothe-
sis that stigmatization causes negative health
effects, the research was motivated by the be-
lief that some types of unemployment bene-
fits are more biased regarding social status
than are others. Recent research has focused
on the health impact of a number of societal
variables, such as racial/ethnic discrimina-
tion,47 sex, gay/lesbian discrimination, dis-
ability, age, and social class.48 Yet, little atten-
tion has been given to the stigmatizing effect
of means-tested programs that offer financial
support but do not typically engender public
acceptance.

A second major finding focuses on the
analysis of unemployed respondents as sepa-
rate units. For these individuals, the analysis
of the impact of change in unemployment sta-
tus used as the reference (or comparison)
group those who received entitlement bene-
fits in one year and were employed the fol-
lowing year. All the other groups reported
worse health status. In general, those who re-
ported significantly worse health status in the
3 countries are those who were unemployed
and receiving means-tested benefits in one
year and were still unemployed, with or with-
out benefits, the following year. The length of
unemployment has been studied as a variable
that can influence the health impact of job-
lessness.49–54 Our study indicates that not

only the length of unemployment but also the
type of benefits that people receive may have
an impact in predicting health status.

People who received means-tested benefits
one year and were employed the following
year were more likely to report fair or poor
health than those who received entitlement
benefits one year and were employed the fol-
lowing year. However, the difference was not
statistically significant. The lack of statistical
significance could be due to a small sample
effect or could indicate that reemployment
has a similar positive effect for all unem-
ployed individuals regardless of the type of
benefits they collected the previous year. This
issue deserves further investigation.

Safety nets have been shown to play an im-
portant role in helping people during critical
periods in their lives and in preventing an ac-
cumulation of disadvantage that could have
adverse health effects.55 Both employment dy-
namics and the availability of social benefits
during periods of joblessness differed greatly
among the 3 countries analyzed. A detailed
description of these characteristics is outside
the scope of this report but can be found else-
where.56–58 An important aspect of this study
is that despite differences between the coun-
tries analyzed, we observed similar patterns in
the role of entitlement and means-tested bene-
fits in terms of influencing health status.

The analyses provide evidence of differ-
ences in perceived health status between
groups of unemployed individuals character-

ized by the types of benefits they receive. Al-
though entitlement benefits can be effective
in maintaining the health status of the unem-
ployed, means-tested benefits do not seem
sufficient to accomplish that goal. This issue,
largely ignored in previous studies, is in-
creasingly relevant in the current sociopoliti-
cal environment, an environment in which
public assistance is being scrutinized and is
undergoing significant changes. Monitoring
the possible health effects of these changes
should be given priority in the research of
the next decade.
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